The insanity plea in early nineteenth century America.
In 1846, former New York State Governor William H. Seward defended two murderers using the insanity plea in both cases. Seward contended that the accused became insane due to brutal beatings administered while they were in the Auburn penitentiary. In the William Freeman trial, nine physicians testified that the murderer was insane while eight said he was sane. Juries convicted both prisoners; one was hanged and the other died in prison awaiting a new trial. Seward's legal defense attracted much attention to the jurisprudence of insanity and to insanity in general.